Katie Lewis
Explain how opportunities and challenges in a school’s community influence teaching, learning, and other aspects of the school, e.g., pupil well-being. Demonstrate your understanding by referring to the ideas, concepts and literature from lectures, reading and your Bridging experiences. You need to show your knowledge and understanding of the nature of schools and communities where you will be teaching. In doing so, you need to consider your professional development as a teacher and refer to some of the QTS standards.
During my time at university this year, we got to visit local schools as part of our bridging experience to gain a feel for the school environment, before we participate in placement . In this essay I will be referring to the school I visited as school A for confidentiality reasons. I will be assessing opportunities and threats this school faces within the community and how they influence teaching, learning and wellbeing. I will discuss this in line with my bridging experience and wider reading.
According to a newspaper article school A’s county has the highest child poverty rate in Wales (Evans, 2020). This is a disadvantage for the school as they must set up additional help for those in need who are less likely to go to school because they may not be able to afford uniform or supplies. A vast 25% of teachers in the UK have stated that they have provided food for their pupils to ensure that they eat throughout the school day. Furthermore, 50% of children have experienced ill health due to poverty (NEU organisation, 2021). The school states that uniform is not mandatory but expected which benefits those families who may not be able to afford uniform send their children to school in uniform. On the other hand, School A is at an advantage compared to other schools in the local area as they are a ‘pioneer school’ which means they work with the Welsh government in line with the new curriculum that came into place in 2022 which allows for more creative pupil led learning in line with the four purposes, also meaning additional funding (Estyn, 2016). Alternatively, one of the threats in this school is that 25% of pupils have additional learning needs (Estyn,2016). This is not a bad thing but it means teachers must work extra hard to facilitate for these children’s needs and ensure that they receive the best quality of education possible. The Welsh government started an additional learning needs system in 2021 which is gradually being put in place within Welsh schools by 2023. This system allows for all ALN children to receive the best support possible in line with health care systems (Welsh government,2021). Even though this is being put into place School A already has a good system in place for ALN pupils with groups such as the ‘mini explorers’ which allows these pupils to learn outside of the classroom environment. School A is located within a rural area so the mini explorers group is well thought out as there is easy access to woodland areas and beaches for these children.
In this section I will be discussing how the opportunities and threats I stated above influence teaching, learning and wellbeing. The first point I will be discussing is the high poverty rate in school A. Teachers in the school must be extra supportive when accommodating these pupils. Low literacy skills are linked to ‘low income and unemployment’ (Save the children charity, 2021). Not only does this mean that the poorer children will need extra support, their parents and carers may need extra support to  help these children with their homework. This suggests that these children may have slower development before they even enter school due to lack of parent knowledge. This creates links between the high level of poverty in the area with the high level of ALN pupils. School A overcomes this issue by hosting groups lie the mini explorer group that I stated above. This group allows pupils to visit more rural areas of the community and complete in tasks such as finding leaves and learning about the different names, finding different bugs and learning how to create different things out of the resources you can find out doors. The teachers in the school then link this to activities that they can do in the classroom. This approach creates a more fun learning environment and works in line with the new curriculum, specifically the four purposes (welsh government, 2022). This enables children to face and overcome challenge ( healthy confident individual), are knowledgeable about their community (ethical informed citizens) and take measured risks (enterprising, creative contributor). This program also benefits the pupils wellbeing as it allows them to spend time outdoors and takes them away from the stress they may encounter in the classroom. The high poverty rate in school A may also result in parents lacking in resources to enable their children to go to school. The school do many things to overcome this, one of them being their ‘design a smile program’ where pupils can brush their teeth in school and are taught how to do it properly. This fits in with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory whom believes that pupils need their basic physiological needs met, they are less likely to be motivated to learn (Llego, 2022). This theory can also be placed with the fact that school A provides breakfast for all children in the school to start them up for the day and ensure they have been fed if they were not fed at home. Moreover, the school also puts on a bus for pupils with low attainment to ensure they can get to school. The school also provides training programs for parents to get them working to help lower the poverty in the local area.
The next point I will be discussing are the opportunities school A has been opened to after receiving additional funding for being a ‘pioneer school’ that showcases the new curriculum. This has allowed the school to run additional programs such as forest schools and parental engagement activities. Forest schools is a pedagogical method of creating a child centred outdoor learning environment (ignite, 2023). This similar to the school's mini explorer program except the forest schools is more child led and open to all early year's children. The staff members who teach this program must be specially trained. Currently, school A only has 2 members of staff trained in this area, but they are hoping to have more soon. Forest schools teach children to take risks, experience all types of weather and learn basic life skills like creating a fire (Harper,2017). This provides a different type of learning to basic classroom learning. This also helps improve pupils' wellbeing as it helps with physical health and also is said to improve ‘emotional regulation and memory functions’ (Chowdhury, 2019) which aids learning and child development which will then likely lead to better assessment results throughout the school. The school also holds parental engagement activities such as coffee mornings, parent and toddler catch ups and one day a week they can come in and have lunch with their child. This allows the parents and guardians to get more involved with learning and gives them the opportunity to discuss any queries they may have. It also allows the parent to discuss homework issues- they may be having trouble with helping their child, which is where the teacher has the opportunity to explain the homework to the parent. My bridging mentor told me that it was very common for parents to not understand the homework given to pupils due to lack of education and therefore they are unable to help them.
To summarise, through bridging and wider research I have learned that schools must have an impact on the local community. Not only do they need to accommodate for their pupils, but they also need to accommodate for their families, parents and guardians, especially within those communities with higher poverty. They must form a strong relationship with the child’s family. One of the elements I have taken away from my bridging experience that I would like to use when I start teaching is fact that the teachers in School A perform home visits before the child enters early years. I would like to do this as it helps comfort the child and parent and allows you to have a better understand of the individual. It also generates an idea of the child’s personality based on their home life and what they are like in that environment. This ties in with the professional QTS standards, specifically ‘The teacher in a formal leadership role works intelligently to bring coherence, clarity and a shared commitment to realising the vision for pedagogy, learners, colleagues and the wider community’ (Welsh Governemnt, 2018). Another method I would like to use when I am a teacher is the ‘mini explorers’ concept. I believe that outdoors learning is very important in child’s development as it lowers stress levels and increases motivation making it more likely for pupils to perform better and have more confidence in the classroom (Ofsted, 2023). This can link in with the QTS standard ‘The teacher employs an innovative outlook which is exemplified through the controlled and measured development of techniques and approaches to improve pedagogic outcomes’ (Welsh Government,2018) This indicates that teachers must be creative and innovative when it comes to their pedagogies. All in all, I believe teachers must form a strong relationship with the local community to improve the pupil's education.
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